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Abstract
Research has shown that reading motivation has a significant impact on the academic
achievement of students in elementary school and beyond. This project explores the importance
of reading motivation and the factors that influence it in elementary aged students. Students need
access, choice, and challenge in their reading materials to be engaged and experience success in
reading, which in turn leads to increased motivation. Additionally, families play a major role in
influencing a student’s reading experiences. Consequently, family literacy is a key aspect that
impacts student motivation. Educators must utilize students’ families by creating on-going,
strong partnerships that celebrate literacy practices. An effective partnership between educators
and families involves opportunities for families to learn literacy practices that can enhance
student motivation and growth. Through family literacy nights, educators are able to foster
reading motivation in students and maintain strong relationships with families. This project
proposes that schools host regular literacy nights that provide students and families with specific
literacy activities that can be used at home.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Problem Statement
Literacy achievement is one of the best predictors of whether a child will be successful in
school and in society (National Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC],
1998). Ideally, students are intrinsically motivated to read and have an extended amount of
leisure time in the classroom to read engaging materials independently (Anderson & Ortlieb,
2018). Students with high levels of intrinsic motivation for reading demonstrate a preference for
challenging materials (Guthrie et al., 2006). With this intrinsic motivation to read challenging
materials, these students experience success and achievement in school. However, “only one
third of youth (ages 6–17) indicate their class has a designated time for reading a book of choice
independently, and only 17% do this every or almost every day at school” (Scholastic, 2015, as
cited in Anderson & Ortlieb, 2018, p. 5). One restriction on a student’s ability to self-select
challenging texts is through leveled reading—a system that categorizes texts into independent,
instructional, and frustrational levels (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006). School districts that limit texts
to students’ instructional levels restrict low achieving readers’ access to engaging and
challenging texts (Hastings, 2016). For low achieving readers, these constraints contribute to
long term effects such as disinterest in reading, learned helplessness, and underdevelopment of
key reading skills (Whittingham et al., 2013). Therefore, struggling readers who are not
intrinsically motivated to read are lacking opportunities in the classroom to choose appropriately
challenging materials for enjoyment and growth. The lack of opportunities and intrinsic
motivation leads to an achievement gap that affects elementary age students.
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Significance of Problem
Proficiency in foundational reading skills is essential for long term success and
achievement in all academic areas (Wigfield et al., 2016). As the demand of reading increases
throughout childhood, readers must have the decoding, vocabulary and knowledge base, along
with elaborate cognitive strategies necessary to embrace the increased complexity of text
(Wigfield et al., 2016). In response to the need to master these basic skills, reading instruction
has focused on teaching students at their instructional level (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006). In turn,
schools and teachers use leveling systems to narrow reading materials to fit within the constraints
of students’ instructional levels (Dzaldov & Peterson, 2005). This has led to a debate concerning
the level of instruction in the elementary grades (Hastings, 2016). Allington (2013) argues that
students will not be engaged in grade-level texts that they cannot read accurately and are
therefore frustrational. Halladay (2012) describes how arguments against engaging students in
frustrational level texts focus on perceived negative effects such as stress and bad reading habits.
However, Halladay found that chosen frustrational level books were as engaging as the easier,
independent level materials. Similarly, Hastings (2016) argues that these leveling systems
prohibit students from engaging with cognitively appropriate text, and therefore, students are not
engaged with the text itself. When students are forced to select specific books that are not
interesting or age-appropriate, their intrinsic motivation to read is diminished.
Students lacking engagement and proficiency in literacy experience long term academic
challenges (Hernandez, 2011). Hernandez (2011) found that one in six children who were not
reading proficiently in third grade did not graduate from high school on time. This is four times
the rate of their peers that were proficient in third grade. Furthermore, 23 percent of students
with below basic skills failed to graduate by age 19. This issue is further complicated by other
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risk factors including poverty experiences and race. Hernandez writes, “…children in poor
families tend to develop weaker academic skills and to achieve less academic success” (p. 7).
Hernandez also found that children with poverty experiences were less likely to graduate on time
compared to their peers with no poverty experiences. Although 38 percent of all children
experience at least one year of poverty, they make up 70 percent of all students that do not
graduate. This is compounded with the fact that students with poverty experiences are
disproportionately students of color. Only 16 percent of Black students and 17 percent of
Hispanic students are proficient readers in fourth grade. Of the students that are not proficient in
reading in third grade, 13 percent are White, 24 percent are Black, and 25 percent are Hispanic.
It is well established that when students are motivated to read, they experience both
immediate and long-term academic success (Becker et al., 2010). Children that view reading as
an enjoyable activity are more likely to read often and grow as readers (Becker et al., 2010).
However, the current systems in schools limit children’s opportunities to find engaging and
motivating reading materials. Furthermore, students with risk factors such as race and poverty
are less likely to achieve early proficiency in literacy. Therefore, this problem is worthy of study
as it pertains to early education classroom teachers and school decision makers as they guide
children in early literacy experiences that heavily influence their long-term academic success.
Background
Motivation for reading can be described as “the values, beliefs, and behaviors
surrounding reading for an individual” (Cambria & Guthrie, 2010, p. 16). Reading is one of the
most valuable skills students learn in elementary school. Therefore, students must be motivated
to read. While students can be motivated both intrinsically and extrinsically, intrinsic motivation
to read has life-long benefits (Froiland et al., 2012). Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) describe
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intrinsic motivation as the ability to seek out texts and enjoy them. Children are more successful
academically when they are engaged in both their thinking and their reading (Guthrie &
Humenick, 2004). Moreover, an increase in motivation to read strengthens reading
comprehension in addition to overall academic achievement (De Naeghel et al., 2012).
Additionally, motivated students will devote more time to reading, furthering their overall
achievement (Capen, 2010; De Naeghel et al., 2012).
While understanding that motivation to read is important to the academic outcomes for
students, it is much more complicated to determine how best to instill the intrinsic motivation
within each child. Best practices in literacy instruction have evolved over time. Pearson (2004)
describes that prior to the 1970s, students were taught “with decontextualized lessons and
practice on ‘textoids’ in workbook pages” (p. 221). In the 1980s, teaching reading mostly
consisted of whole language instruction. Whole language instruction is guided by authenticity in
the materials and activities that students use. Additionally, an emphasis was placed on the
integration of the four language arts components—reading, writing, speaking, and listening—and
other academic fields. However, structural and content-focused instruction suffered under the
whole language approach.
The popularity of the whole language approach eventually met its downfall with the No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 (Pearson, 2004). Driving the dispute in best literacy
instruction is the role of rigid phonics instruction (David et al., 2020). David et al. (2020)
describe this controversy as a “‘Goldilocks’ moment with phonics—how much is too much, too
little, or just right?” (p. 43). As a middle ground, balanced literacy draws on both whole language
and skill-heavy phonics instruction (Pearson, 2004). With this controversy in how educators are
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instructing students in literacy, it is not difficult to see how fostering a love of reading in students
presents a challenge.
When children first begin school, they are very motivated to learn, however, that
motivation decreases in all subjects during their elementary school years (Guthrie & Wigfield,
2000). This can be attributed in part to how students start to view themselves in comparison to
their peers as they age (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). Guthrie et al. (2007) found that U.S. fourth
graders rank very low in intrinsic motivation for reading compared to other countries.
Furthermore, students that possess the necessary reading skills still may not engage in reading if
they are lacking motivation (Wigfield et al., 2004). For students that are low-achieving in
reading, a lack of motivation can intensify challenges, leading to a cycle of low-achievement and
motivation (Morgan et al., 2008).
Also affecting a student’s intrinsic motivation is their ability to connect to the texts that
are available to them. Often, students lack access to texts that are representative of their
identities. As Sims Bishop (1990) stated, books often serve as mirrors that reflect our own
experiences and readers seek to find themselves within books. The worlds depicted in children’s
literature are limited. The overwhelming focus is heteronormative and exclusionary of those
labeled “other” (Crisp et. al, 2016). In addition to not having representative texts, many students
lack early exposure to rich literacy experiences, especially in low-income settings (Roberts et al.,
2005). Roberts et al. (2005) state that children from low-income families are read to less
frequently than those of a greater socioeconomic status. Sonnenschein and Munsterman (2002)
found that first graders had a more positive motivation toward reading when they experienced
more positive reading interactions before entering kindergarten. This lack of reading experience
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affects reading motivation in school, and consequently their achievement in school (NAEYC,
1998).
Statement of Purpose
This project seeks to address the achievement gap that exists in elementary aged students
by fostering a love of reading and building students’ intrinsic motivation to read. Through a
home-school partnership, stemming from the school, this project will outline a program that
informs teachers and educators the importance of meaningful early literacy experiences and
strong relationships with families. Additionally, it will propose schedules and activities for
literacy nights where families are invited into the school to partner with educators in establishing
positive reading experiences.
Objectives of the Project
To foster the love of reading and develop intrinsic motivation, the objectives of the project
are as follows:
•

Engage students in rich, early literacy experiences through home-school partnerships.

•

Provide students with access to engaging, relevant, and challenging reading materials.

•

Equip educators with research-based best practices for supporting students that
experience risk factors such as race and poverty.
Definition of Terms

Expectancies for success: Immediate or long-term belief about how well one will do on a task
(Eccles et al., 1983).
Intrinsic reading motivation: Seeking out texts for enjoyment and to gain new information
(Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000).
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Reading level: Books that are labeled and grouped according to similar characteristics in the text
for young readers (Dzaldov & Peterson, 2005). Examples include Fountas and Pinnell Text
Level Gradient and Lexile.
Situational reading interest: High interest in a certain text based on the situation and
environment (Guthrie et al., 2006).
Subjective task values: The value or enjoyment experienced by the individual (Wigfield &
Eccles, 2000).
Scope of Project
The resources that are produced as a part of the project can be used by any elementary
school that seeks to engage students, families, and educators in early literacy enrichment. The
project will address the achievement gap that exists in elementary schools by offering
opportunities for educators to support students that are most likely to experience difficulties with
long term academic success. Additionally, this project will offer specific materials and strategies
that can be accomplished by any educator, regardless of the feasibility of enacting the entire
program.
While this project will provide the outline and implementation of a home-school
partnership, there are limitations that exist that can affect the effectiveness of the program. One
limitation is that there could be financial barriers such as the ability to hire professionals to staff
schools and libraries and to access materials. Furthermore, state and district requirements for
literacy instruction could affect the capacity to which a given school or educator could enact this
program. Another limitation of this project will be school, educator, and family buy-in. One
potential barrier to a stakeholder’s buy-in to the program may be cultural biases. All stakeholders
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must be committed to the implementation in order for students to truly benefit from the program.
Finally, it is not within the scope of this project to address the needs of students with disabilities.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
For students to be successful learners and readers, they need to be motivated and engaged
in the act of reading (Becker et al., 2010). Families play a vital role in nurturing motivation and
academic achievement in their children (Fan & Chen, 2001). Schools can help families by
fostering strong relationships with them and by providing the know-how of specific reading
strategies to best support their children (Bright & Loman, 2020). Family engagement and student
motivation is especially important for students that experience risk factors, such as race and
poverty (Lee & Bowen, 2006) and for struggling readers (Allington, 2009). The following
literature will explore the research related to motivating elementary students to read and the
importance of family involvement in motivation and academic achievement. This literature
review will start with the theoretical framework and rationale that informs the research of the
project. The research will be presented under the following topics:
•

Motivating readers

•

Family literacy

•

Parent involvement and expectations of academic achievement

•

Relationship between home and school

•

Creating an on-going partnership between families and schools

•

Components of literacy nights

•

Strategies to teach during a literacy night
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Theory/Rationale
“Highly motivated readers are self-determining and generate their own reading opportunities.
They want to read and choose to read for a wide range of personal reasons such as curiosity,
involvement, social interchange, and emotional satisfaction.” (Gambrell et al., 1996, p. 518)
Reading is one of the most crucial skills that students acquire in school. In addition to
academic achievement, literacy is a life skill that is vital for lifelong success. Research in the
field has been more focused on the cognitive development of reading skills as opposed to the
increase in motivation to read (McGeown, 2013). However, reading motivation has become
increasingly recognized as a significant aspect of reading development (McGeown, 2013)
because the reader is actively involved in the experience of literacy. Two theoretical approaches
emerge as frameworks to analyze reading and motivation: transactional/reader response theory
and expectancy-value theory.
Transactional/Reader Response Theory
To be a successful reader, one must be highly engaged and active in the reading process.
Louise Rosenblatt’s (1994) transactional/reader response theory suggests that each reader has an
individual experience while reading. The transactional/reader response theory argues that reading
is a distinct experience for each reader because their unique background schema affects their
understanding and responses (Tracey & Morrow, 2012). Reading is viewed through this theory
as a transaction between the text and the reader. The transaction occurs through the potential
meaning of the text and the reader’s experience (Rosenblatt, 1994). During a reading experience,
each individual is making sense of the text based on their own schema and knowledge. It is the
interaction between the text and the reader that leads to understanding (Rosenblatt, 1994).
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Within this theory is the aesthetic-efferent response continuum. An aesthetic response is
emotionally based (Tracey & Morrow, 2012). Aesthetic reading is for the experience; readers are
immersed in the text, seeking understanding about themselves and others in the world (Galda,
2010). The reader is primarily focused on their experience during the reading event (Rosenblatt,
1994). At the other end of the continuum is efferent reading, which is fact-oriented (Tracey &
Morrow, 2012). Efferent reading is reading for information, to have some understanding or
conclusions because of reading (Rosenblatt, 1994; Tracey & Morrow, 2012). As this is a
continuum, reading often falls somewhere in the middle of these two types of responses. Galda
(2010) articulates that both aesthetic and efferent responses are needed in the classroom to foster
motivation and love of reading in students. Galda writes that,
When stories and poems are read from a primarily aesthetic stance, young readers…think
about what the characters thought and did, about what they, themselves might think and
do, and about the connections between story and life. Young readers who experience
literature from an aesthetic stance are then eager to step out and consider the authors'
craft from an efferent perspective. When students have the opportunity to read nonfiction
from an efferent stance, they learn to think critically about those texts, to evaluate the
information as well as to incorporate new knowledge into their existing schema. (pp. 3-4)
As outlined, reading through the transactional/reader response theory lens is deeply personal to
the individual. Each reading experience is shaped by both the text and the reader. Therefore, to
fully understand how to foster motivation and love of reading in students, we must think about
how our students are engaging in and responding to what they read. The transactional/reader
response theory provides the framework to do this.
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Expectancy-Value Theory
Eccles et al. (1983) posit that motivation for academic tasks is primarily influenced by
two motivation factors. The two factors are described as students’ “ability and expectancies for
success” and “subjective task values” (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000, p. 77). Expectancies for success
refers to an individual’s confidence in their ability to succeed. Task values refer to the
importance or enjoyment perceived by the individual. Children are more likely to take part in an
activity that they believe they will enjoy and find meaningful (Leaper, 2011). Leaper (2011)
describes the further distinction within the task values into four components: “attainment value
(i.e., importance of doing well), intrinsic value (i.e., personal enjoyment), utility value (i.e.,
perceived usefulness for future goals), and cost (i.e., competition with other goals)” (p. 359).
Wigfield and Eccles (2000) explain these to mean the following: attainment value refers to the
importance to an individual’s identity, intrinsic value refers to the enjoyment an individual
experiences in the task, and utility value refers to how useful the task is perceived towards shortterm and long-term goals. Finally, cost refers to what an individual gives up by engaging in the
task (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). The expectancy-value theory has been shown to explain how
motivation impacts academic achievement (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Furthermore, “the
expectancy-value theory highlights the dual importance of competence-related beliefs
(expectations for success) and values in explaining children’s motivation” (Leaper, 2011, p.
359). The expectancy-value theory provides a framework to examine how students are motivated
by their success with literacy experiences and how that affects their long-term achievement.
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Research/Evaluation
Motivating Readers
Access. Students that are motivated to read feel competent and engaged in the act of
reading. However, one limiting factor in a student’s motivation to read (and therefore affecting
achievement) is their access to materials. The idea of access leading to academic growth has long
been established. In a 1999 study, Susan Neuman found that “young children need rich and
diverse reading materials to acquire the complex set of attitudes, skills, and behaviors associated
with literacy development” (p. 306). However, children continue to face inequitable access to
reading materials. Simply put, “If there is little to read in your house, you are less likely to read”
(Fisher & Frey, 2018, p. 91). Ness et al. (2020) describe the existing book deserts as highpoverty areas that lack reading materials. In fact, 45 percent of children in the United States live
in neighborhoods without access to public libraries and bookstores, or the means to purchase
books (Weingarten, 2015). In an effort to mitigate this issue, several studies have been conducted
to bring books to children and analyze the impact. Bright and Loman (2020) document the
effects of a book grant on a school over a three-year period. With the increased accessibility of
books in the school, the researchers found that reading motivation and reading competency grew
over the course of the study. Like other researchers, McTague and Abrams (2011) also found
that providing access to books for students led to improved attitudes towards reading. In their
study, they supplemented access to books for disadvantaged urban students over the summer
with a scaffolded program. However, access to a plethora of texts alone is not sufficient to
improve literacy skills (Neuman, 2017). In addition to providing students with texts, teachers
need to utilize specific literacy engagement strategies (Bright & Loman, 2020). By using
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scaffolds such as strategies for choosing books, providing social experiences, and formal
instruction, the authors saw growth in self-esteem and reading (McTague & Abrams, 2011).
Choice. In addition to access, students are motivated by the ability to choose their own
reading materials. When students have access, Guthrie et al. (2017) note that some students
prefer to self-select their own books in addition to having books chosen for them by trusted
others such as teachers or parents. Autonomy over book selection fosters intrinsic reading
motivation in readers (Bright & Loman, 2015). When given the opportunity, students will
develop their own strategies for choosing books, which in turn builds intrinsic motivation (Fisher
& Frey, 2018). In addition, students read more when they have choice. Guthrie and Wigfield
(2000) advise that allowing students the chance to have authentic choices increases effort and
commitment. Similarly, Schunk et al. (2013) argue that choice is not only vital to motivation, but
to academic independence as well. Choice in texts increases both volume (Fisher & Frey, 2018)
and reading comprehension (Fridkin, 2018; Kakoulidou et al., 2021). Fridkin (2018) found that
students who were given a choice in reading materials experienced greater reading
comprehension and enjoyment than those with no choice. Guthrie et al. (2006) note that
children’s situational interest is transitory so their reading interest may change over time.
Therefore, a student’s book choice does not necessarily guarantee achievement (Guthrie et al.,
2006). Marinak and Gambrell (2013) stress the importance of authentic choice to foster reading
motivation and academic achievement. In one of their case studies, the researchers utilized a
students’ only academic interest, math, in order to engage him. This approach of meeting the
student where they are at yielded growth in row both intrinsic reading motivation and strategic
proficiency.
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Challenge. Highly motivated readers seek challenging reading materials (Guthrie et al.,
2006). However, not all readers are provided opportunities to engage with challenging materials.
Some educators have a fear that students will choose texts that are too challenging and will cause
problems for students, especially with decoding (Hastings, 2016). Hastings (2016) argues that
“some low achieving readers advance through school rarely having the opportunity to engage
with challenging text appropriate to their age and cognitive levels” (p. 67). Similarly,
Whittingham et al. (2013) posit that students who fall behind in reading for their grade level will
struggle with the vocabulary and concepts of grade level material. Unfortunately, struggling
readers will continue to struggle because they receive less appropriate instruction than their peers
that are on grade-level (Allington, 2009). Therefore, it is essential that educators have strategies
to engage struggling readers with challenging, age-appropriate materials. Based on their review
of recent literature, Marinak and Gambrell (2013) suggest that students have modified, but
sufficiently challenging, reading and writing tasks and activities. In their 2013 study,
Whittingham et al. utilized audiobooks to scaffold reading. The researchers found that the use of
audiobooks impacted both reading ability and engagement. Struggling readers need to be
engaged to read in order to see gains in skill and motivation.
Family Literacy
Family literacy was first introduced by Taylor (1983) as a way to describe literacy taking
place in the home. The term family literacy however has “evolved into a practice designed to
better inform and guide parents as to how to effectively promote literacy learning and
achievement in the home” (Dennis & Margarella, 2017, p. 48). Family literacy involves
immersing students in everyday literacy endeavors outside of school. The shared experience
allows for opportunities to support and extend learning beyond the classroom (Mahoney et al.,
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2022). Teaching families specific strategies learned in school supplements family literacy
practices already occurring at home. The benefits of explicitly teaching families the know-how to
support their child at home are well documented (Brown et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2021;
Pemberton & Miller, 2015; Sénéchal, 2006). With the necessary knowledge, families can take an
active role in supporting their child at home through family literacy practices (Brown et al.,
2019).
Beyond just extending learning beyond the classroom, family literacy has additional
benefits for students and families. Family literacy has been shown to improve behavior
difficulties in students. In their review of family literacy programs, Terlitsky and Wilkins (2015)
found that studies show students that participate in family literacy programs experience
improvement in the areas of self-regulation, social skills, and confidence. Additionally, they note
that parents showed improved parenting skills and strengthened relationships with their child and
their child’s education. Through family literacy, parents also benefit from improved literacy
skills (Camilleri et al., 2005).
Parent Involvement and Expectations of Academic Achievement
Parental involvement has been shown to impact students’ academic achievement (Fan &
Chen, 2001). For the purposes of this project, parent involvement refers to the involvement of
caregivers within the school, such as attending parent-teacher conferences, attending school
programs, and volunteering at school (Lee & Bowen, 2006). Students’ educational achievement
has been shown to be highest among those with high parent involvement and high expectations
(Hertzog et al., 2018; Lee & Bowen, 2006). Lee and Bowen (2006) sought to understand how
poverty, race/ethnicity, and parent educational attainment influenced parent involvement at
school. Across all demographics identified, the researchers found that higher academic
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expectations from parents were associated with higher academic achievement. Hertzog et al.
(2018) also note that early parent involvement is crucial as they are “significant partners in early
learning” (p. 304). Partnering with elementary schools has been shown to influence student
outcomes. Park and Holloway (2017) found that parent involvement in school boosts student
achievement. Furthermore, they identify that schools with high levels of parent involvement
across the entire school was associated with higher achievement for all students in the school.
However, parent involvement presents challenges for some families, particularly families in poor
communities. Gordan and Cui (2014) found that for students in poor communities, parent
involvement had a weaker positive effect on academic achievement. That is not to say that parent
involvement was not impactful in poorer communities, but that it was not as effective as more
affluent communities. This finding suggests that students from poor communities are affected by
their families’ experience with adverse experiences.
Relationship Between Home and School
The relationship between a student’s home and school can be contentious. Graham et al.
(2019) described how educators may perceive a lack of interest from families, particularly lowincome families, in their child’s academics, however, in their study this did not hold true. Rather,
most families, regardless of background, sought to support their student to the best of their
abilities (Graham et al., 2016; Lee & Bowen, 2006). Therefore, the relationship between home
and school must honor families’ efforts and recognize the challenges families may face.
Furthermore, the researchers found that when contact with families was initiated by the school in
a collaborative way, positive outcomes were most likely to occur (Graham et al., 2019).
Pemberton and Miller (2015) also studied the relationship between parents and the school. In the
authors’ first phase of study, they determined that educators believed that parental involvement
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was essential to the academic growth of the child. However, parents were positioned as having
more of the responsibility of their child’s difficulties, causing a negative relationship to exist.
Additionally, the school lacked resources to adequately support the students with the necessary
academic assistance. In an effort to help educators and families partner to overcome students’
reading difficulties, in the second phase of the study, Pemberton and Miller sought to shift the
relationship from accusatory to collaborative. The researchers found that by teaching
interventions to parents, there was an increase in involvement and reading performance. This
study shows that with the right tools and guidance, parents can be equipped to support their
child’s academic growth.
This was also shown in Sénéchal’s (2006) review of the existing literature around parent
involvement and reading acquisition from kindergarten to grade three. In the reviewed literature,
the most successful home intervention involved training caregivers with the literacy skills to
teach their child. Modeling skills that can be replicated at home allows families to enhance
students’ learning and reading skills (Nguyen et al., 2021). Brown et al. (2019) argue that
teachers work directly with families to increase the success of a school-home partnership.
Through modeling and opportunities for planning, parents were able to apply the knowledge they
gained in a roundtable discussion with researchers and their child’s teacher to their home literacy
interactions with their children. Additionally, parents learned how to lead discussions of text to a
deeper level and improve reading comprehension with their child. By teaching families the
strategies that are used in school to instruct students, caregivers are better equipped and feel
more confident in their role with home literacy practices (Steiner, 2014). Skills that caregivers
learn in training sessions (e.g., questioning, predicting, and making connections) are also taught
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to students in classrooms. These caregivers were then able to target these skills in their storybook
sessions with their children at home (Steiner, 2014).
Building relationships with families varies based on the community the school serves.
Cultural differences affect how a family is involved in their child’s education (Lee & Bowen,
2006). Chen et al. (2008) found that for the families of English language learners, relationship
building was more effective when it went beyond the traditional involvement, such as parentteacher conferences. When teachers made efforts such as positive phone calls, coaching sports
teams, and home visits, they reported stronger relationships with families and a more positive
view on the family’s involvement. Furthermore, teachers reported that the expansion in strategies
for relationship building impacted students positively both behaviorally and academically.
Creating an On-Going Partnership Between Families and Schools
Maintaining an on-going relationship with families is vital for schools. Families that have
an on-going relationship with their child’s school reported reading for both schoolwork and for
recreation, whereas families without this relationship read more for just schoolwork (Steiner,
2014). On-going partnerships require regular communication between the school and home to
keep teachers and parents informed about the child’s progress, academically and otherwise.
Caregivers reported feeling a greater understanding of what was occurring in their child’s
classroom when home literacy interventions were employed as opposed to a conference only
type of communication (Steiner, 2014). By making the partnership between families and schools
a regular, interactive exchange, caregivers are in a better place to provide their students with rich
literacy experiences at home. This has implications for students experiencing risk factors as well,
including English language learners. For English learners, creating an on-going relationship has
shown to benefit both their reading in English and in their native language (Brown et al., 2019).
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Learning to read in both their native language and English has been shown to have a positive
effect on English language learners (Brown et al., 2019). Therefore, teachers and schools can
support this work at home by providing materials and offering this on-going partnership. Hindin
and Paratore (2007) found that providing families with repeated-reading materials increased
students’ fluency and decreased repeated reading errors even without teaching families specific
skills. Repeated-reading materials are books or other texts that students can read multiple times
both at school and at home. The on-going relationship between the school and home in this case
still showed that students were experiencing rich literacy experiences at home.
Components of Literacy Nights
Many elementary schools invite families in to learn how to engage in literacy with their
children. One way of doing this is through literacy nights. Literacy nights are opportunities for
students and their families to participate in fun literacy activities while educators build
relationships with families and even teach specific literacy skills (Mahoney et al., 2022). While
some literacy nights may offer more formal experiences, such as author visits, literacy nights can
also be a place for families to just enjoy reading and writing together (Chance, 2010). Several
components of these literacy nights are suggested in the literature to execute successful and
impactful events. One aspect that is vital is strong communication that is cognizant of families’
cultural norms (Mahoney et al., 2022). Furthermore, extra efforts should be made to the families
of struggling readers in order to build the connections across home and school (Dennis &
Margarella, 2017). Another important facet of a literacy night is the relevance of the experience.
Creating meaningful activities is essential for engagement of students and families. Dennis and
Margarella (2017) suggest having educators and students work together to develop the schedule
of activities. Furthermore, selecting tasks and activities that are culturally and linguistically
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diverse that represent the experiences of the students and families allow all attendees to feel
valued (Mahoney et al., 2022). During the event, Chance (2010) recommends that families have
plenty of opportunities to learn and practice specific literacy strategies with their children. This
allows families to receive feedback from educators while also strengthening the connection
between home and school. Finally, families should have access to information shared at the
literacy night as a reference for home literacy experiences (Mahoney et al., 2022).
Strategies to Teach During a Literacy Night
Brown et al. (2019) argue that teachers work directly with families to increase the success
of a school-home partnership. The researchers found that through modeling and opportunities for
planning, parents were able to apply the knowledge they gained in a roundtable discussion with
researchers and their child’s teacher to their home literacy interactions with their children. The
following sections will explore specific strategies that educators can teach families to utilize at
home.
Repeated Reading. Repeated-reading is a simple way to incorporate school based
practices into home literacy. Repeated-reading materials are books or other texts that students
can read multiple times both at school and at home (Hindin & Paratore, 2007). The authors found
that providing families with repeated-reading materials increased students’ fluency and
decreased repeated reading errors even without teaching families specific skills.
Read Aloud. Research has shown that shared read alouds affect the acquisition of early
literacy skills, language development, social-emotional well-being, and motivation to read
(Kreider et al., 2011). Children that are read to aloud three times per week were twice as likely to
score in the top 25 percent in reading (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2008). Dail and
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Payne (2010) found that when parents understand the benefits of read aloud, they are more likely
to do it with their child.
Literacy in Everyday Life. Reading and writing are a part of everyday life. Educators
can help families recognize that there are literacy experiences in their day-to-day routines that
can be shared with their students. For example, Crawford and Zygouris-Coe (2006) detail how
cooking is rich in literacy. Cooking provides opportunities to practice reading skills, oral
language, and extend into math and science concepts. Furthermore, the researchers note that even
families that are not confident readers themselves often are successful at cooking, making this an
accessible experience to many families.
Picture Walks and Text Feature Walks. Picture walks are commonly used in
elementary schools (Stahl, 2004). In a picture walk, children’s background knowledge is
activated and students and teachers discuss predictions (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). Brown et al.
(2019) found that teaching families how to engage in a picture walk both increased student
engagement and motivated them to read. Kelley and Clausen-Grace (2008) also describe how
text feature walks can be used to fulfill a similar purpose with informational texts, especially in
the intermediate grades.
Summary
Rosenblatt’s (1994) transactional/reader response theory provides a framework to
understand how motivation is influenced by how students are engaging and responding in their
reading. The transaction occurs when the reader uses their schema to make sense of the text.
Through this lens, the reading experience is unique to each individual due to the reader’s
background. Additionally, Eccles et al.’s (1983) expectancy-value theory shows how motivation
impacts academic achievement (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). When students understand the

23
importance of an activity and experience or expect enjoyment, they are more likely to take part
in it (Leaper, 2011). Furthermore, when students feel successful, their confidence increases along
with their motivation (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).
Motivating students to read is a crucial aspect of engaging students and predicting
academic achievement. In order to motivate students, they must have access, choice, and
challenge in their reading materials. Access has been shown to impact both motivation and
competence in reading (Bright & Loman, 2020). With increased access, students are able to have
a wider selection of texts that are engaging (Guthrie et al., 2017). Furthermore, to foster
motivation, students need to have opportunities to be challenged by their reading materials,
particularly students who are struggling and might be restricted from accessing grade-level
material (Hastings, 2016). These three pieces allow students to feel successful in their reading
(Marinak & Gambrell, 2013) while also increasing their intrinsic motivation (Bright & Loman,
2020).
Families that are actively involved in their child’s education positively affect student
achievement. Involvement differs by community and by family. One facet of involvement is
family literacy, or the emphasis on literacy practices in the home (Brown et al., 2019). Family
literacy is critical to fostering motivation as it allows for families to play an active role in their
child’s literacy growth (Brown et al., 2019). In addition to family literacy, families can also be
involved in their child’s school. Parent involvement in school has a positive effect on students’
academic achievement (Fan & Chen, 2001). In addition, students tend to have better academic
outcomes when their families set high academic expectations (Hertzog et al., 2018).
The relationship between the home and the school must be responsive to the needs of the
family and community. Research has shown that families across all demographics want their
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child to be successful in school (Graham et al., 2016; Lee & Bowen, 2006). In response, schools
and teachers must form collaborative relationships with families (Pemberton & Miller, 2015).
Furthermore, schools should be teaching families specific skills and strategies that can be utilized
at home to promote the literacy growth of the student (Sénéchal, 2006). These strategies include
repeated reading (Hindin & Paratore, 2007), read alouds (Dail & Payne, 2010), incorporating
literacy into everyday life such as cooking (Crawford & Zygouris-Coe, 2006), and utilizing
picture walks (Brown et al., 2019) or text feature walks (Kelley & Clausen-Grace, 2008). The
relationship between the family and the school must be an on-going one. By maintaining open
communication with families, both teachers and parents are equipped with more knowledge
about how to best support the student (Steiner, 2014).
Literacy nights are events that present opportunities for schools to build relationships
with families, teach specific literacy skills and strategies, and provide students with opportunities
to access engaging and appropriate reading materials. Literacy nights can be low stake events
that are focused on sharing literacy experiences or can bring in a community to engage more
formally (Chance, 2010). The success of a literacy night requires co-planning between students
and teachers (Dennis & Margarella, 2017), honoring families’ diversity (Mahoney et al., 2022),
and opportunities for families to practice and receive feedback (Chance, 2010).
Conclusions
Family literacy nights provide elementary schools with an opportunity to increase reading
motivation and consequently, academic achievement, in their students. Family literacy nights
entail many of the components that research has shown to be effective in fostering reading
motivation in students. Students that are motivated to read feel competent, engaged, and seek out
reading experiences. Literacy nights allow for students to experience each of these aspects.

25
Parent involvement has also been shown to influence students’ motivation and achievement.
Families can be involved in both the home, through family literacy, and at the school. Literacy
nights allow educators to thoughtfully teach practices that can be utilized at home while also
inviting families into the school. Additionally, literacy nights allow for schools to build strong
relationships with families in order to foster a strong partnership in the best interest of the child.
Literacy nights encompass increasing motivation, family involvement, and strong relationships
in order to best set students up for success.
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Chapter Three: Project Description
Introduction
Students that are lacking motivation to read are more likely to experience academic
challenges than their motivated peers (Hernandez, 2011). Research has shown that positive
relationships between home and school (Pemberton & Miller, 2015), parent involvement in their
child’s education (Park & Holloway, 2017), and family literacy (Mahoney et al., 2022) all
contribute to increasing motivation and academic success. One way to address each of these
aspects of motivating readers is through school-organized family literacy nights (Mahoney et al.,
2022). Literacy nights present schools with opportunities to build relationships with families,
teach strategies to support home literacy practices, and share the love of reading. This project
provides a framework for schools interested in hosting family literacy nights by outlining
planning considerations, possible activities, logistical guidance, proposed schedules, strategies to
teach families, and pillars for building strong home-family partnerships. It will then include
evaluation considerations and the process of implementation. The chapter will end with
conclusions drawn from the project.
Project Components
Planning a literacy night that involves bringing families into the school can be
overwhelming to educators. However, Campbell et al. (2011) remind that organization and
preparedness are essential for executing a successful literacy night. Therefore, the Literacy Night
Checklist (Appendix A) outlines the planning considerations the school should utilize when in
the beginning stages of developing a literacy night. It is vital that schools maintain on-going
partnerships with families (Steiner, 2014). Planning a literacy night should not be a one-time
effort, thus the Yearly Calendar (Appendix B) suggests a year-long timeline for literacy night
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events, occurring roughly every six weeks. To keep things interesting for educators, students,
and families with several events throughout the year, the Theme Ideas (Appendix C) offers
several themes for schools to consider for their literacy night. While planning, there are several
aspects that the planning team should keep in mind that will maximize the success of the event.
Considerations for Planning a Literacy Night (Appendix D) provide guidance to the educators
spearheading the literacy night with suggestions that have been shown to be effective in the
research.
Research has shown that family involvement increases academic achievement in schools
(Park & Holloway, 2017). The Volunteer Request Form (Appendix E) informs families with the
details of the event and offers several options for families to volunteer, including both at the
event and in other ways. The Family Invitation (Appendix F) provides all the details about the
literacy night to be sent home to families.
To prepare for the literacy night, educators should be informed on how to build
relationships with families (Pemberton & Miller, 2015) and have strategies prepared to teach
families to add to their home literacy (Brown et al., 2019). The Teacher's Guide to Building
Strong Relationships with Families (Appendix G) provides considerations for educators prior to
the event to ensure that they are able to successfully develop a relationship with the families.
Additionally, Strategies to Support Home Literacy (Appendix H) offers suggestions for
educators to utilize with families to supplement home literacy practices.
To ensure the success of the event itself, there should be activities that are engaging for
students of all grade levels. The Schedule of Events (Appendix I) suggests a schedule for the
literacy night. Literacy Night Activities (Appendix J) offers signage and details about ten
different stations that can be used during the event to engage, teach, and motivate students and
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families in literacy practices. The Teacher-Family Coaching Session Sign Up (Appendix K)
allows for families to sign up for a time to meet with a teacher to learn the strategies that can be
used at home. As these literacy nights should occur throughout the year, it is important to assess
the success and areas of growth from the event (Campbell et al., 2011). Therefore, the Literacy
Night Feedback for Families (Appendix L) offers families the ability to give feedback to the
planning team to incorporate in the future.
Project Evaluation
The success of the literacy night can be evaluated based on feedback from the
stakeholders of the event. In addition to getting feedback from families with the Literacy Night
Feedback for Families (Appendix L), students and educators should also have a voice in
evaluating the effectiveness and success of the event. Literacy Night Feedback for Students
(Appendix M) and Literacy Night Feedback for Educators (Appendix N) offer opportunities for
this feedback to occur. Additionally, schools can utilize the Family Survey (Appendix O) and
Educator Survey (Appendix P) to determine the degree to which the literacy events have affected
the home-school partnership. These surveys can be administered several times throughout the
year to track how the events are impacting the relationship between home and school.
Additionally, the Student Surveys (Appendix Q) can be administered to students following the
literacy nights to gauge how their reading motivation was impacted by the event.
Project Implementation
This project can be presented to and adapted by any elementary school that is interested
in improving the relationship between families and the school while improving reading
motivation and achievement in students. The project is intended to be a framework that schools
can utilize and adapt to meet their needs. Educators that utilize this framework should use the
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guidance and considerations to ensure that the literacy night event is successful. Additionally, it
is vital that the engagement of families and students is at the forefront of the planning process.
Therefore, students and families should be part of the planning process. If a full-scale literacy
night is not feasible for a school or particular educator, then materials from this project may also
be used on a smaller scale to engage students and families in the act of reading.
Project Conclusions
Using the framework presented in this project will not only increase students’ reading
motivation and achievement but also enhance the relationships between the home and the school.
Through the research-based literacy practices presented in this project, student engagement and
motivation in reading will increase. This project establishes a framework that can be used by any
school or educator that wants to support student literacy growth. The effects of the literacy nights
are three-fold. First, teachers will have guidance on how to build relationships with families and
engage them in a variety of activities during a literacy night. Second, families will benefit from
the frequent communication and interaction with the school, in addition to learning skills to
incorporate into their home literacy practices. Finally, students will benefit from additional
opportunities to read and engage in literacy practices that increase their motivation and academic
achievement.
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